61 Reducing Risks for Mental Disorders
The concept of risk reduction is at the heart of prevention research Risk factors are those characteristics, variables, or hazards that, i present for a given individual, make it more likely that this individual rather than someone selected from the general population, will develoj a disorder (Werner and Smith, 1992; Garmezy, 1983). In this report < broad definition of risk factors is used, encompassing biological (includ ing genetic), psychological, and social factors in the individual, family and environment. Recent research has demonstrated that many at-risl individuals also have variables in their background or life that serve ai protective factors. A well-documented description of the interpla] between risk and protective factors is a critical scientific first step ii establishing successful preventive intervention programs. Such a de scription is now available for some disorders, and research is under waj to identify such factors for a number of others. The next step is tc identify causal risk factors that may be malleable, that is, that can be altered through interventions. Then the effects of these interventions ar( tested in systematic, empirical, and rigorous ways, most often ii preventive intervention trials. This step also contributes to the funda mental knowledge base through the determination of causality anc malleability. One way to determine causality and malleability of risl factors for specific disorders is through examination of preventive interventions aimed at a single factor or a cluster of factors. If risk factor; can be decreased or in some way altered, and/or if protective factors car be enhanced, the likelihood that at-risk individuals would eventually develop the mental disorder would decrease.
This risk reduction model is widely used for prevention of physica illness. As described in Chapter 3 of this report, to prevent physica disorders due to complex multiple causes, such as cardiovasculai disease, the strategy is to determine risk factors and then to targe interventions to such risk factors or to people with these risk factors. Af with any disorder with multiple causes, it is difficult to document tha any specific physical illness can be prevented in a given individual b) risk reduction. However, indirect evidence from matching trends of risl reduction across populations with decreases in mortality or morbidity ir groups that have changed behaviors is highly consistent with this theory, and results are encouraging. For example, through behaviora changes in diet and smoking, declines in the risks of morbidity have been achieved.
The study of mental disorders is at the stage where the knowledge base is comparable to the knowledge base prior to the large trials in the prevention of physical illnesses. Because of the power of the risl< reduction model, this report is entitled Reducing Risks for Mental Disor-